Despite increasing trends in the prevalence of overweight and obesity, fatness phobia is common during female adolescence. This study has demonstrated a high level of dissatisfaction with body weight in a sample of Dublin schoolgirls aged 15 y. Of 420 subjects, 59% reported that they wanted to be slimmer and 68% had previously tried to lose weight. Contrary to expectations, overweight girls were not found to hold the monopoly on such dissatisfactions. Normal weight and even underweight girls also expressed a desire to be thinner and reported using unhealthy weight control practices including random avoidance of staple foods, fasting, smoking and purging, in their pursuit of the perfect' female ®gure. Obesity prevention programmes which target adolescent girls at risk' of overweight and obesity, must take cognizance of their profound fear of fatness, otherwise the use of harmful slimming strategies may be further increased as teenage girls frantically try to lose weight and to avoid the stigma associated with female fatness.
Introduction
Adolescence is a time of high nutritional requirements, nonetheless dieting by teenage girls in an effort to control body weight is well documented. 1 In fact, obesity phobia is so pervasive among female adolescents that it has been described as a normative discontent'. 2 This desire for thinness by girls from as young as 9 y, 3 has its origins in the narrow hipped, thin ankled' idea of female beauty depicted by the media, 4 coupled with the stigma attributed by society to female fatness. 5 The consequences of restrained eating during the teenage years has raised many concerns. Lower intakes of all micronutrients have been reported among dieting British girls aged 16±17 y compared with girls who were not dieting. 6 Furthermore, in a 12 month follow-up study of 176 London schoolgirls aged 15 y, Patton et al 7 reported that the relative risk of dieters' developing an eating disorder was eight times that of non-dieters'. Effects of dieting on cognitive functioning have also been noted. 8 The aim of this study was to compare the actual with the self-perceived, weight status of a sample of Dublin schoolgirls aged 15 y, and to assess their body weight concerns and slimming practices.
Subjects and methods
During two consecutive school years from ®ve Dublin, single-sex secondary schools (two fee paying and three non-fee paying) 420 female subjects, aged 14±17 y were recruited. A total of 736 students were asked to participate in the study. Parental consent was obtained for 511 students and 91 students were absent on the study day giving an overall participation rate of 57%.
A self-report questionnaire was administered to the group in a classroom setting. This was validated prior to use in a test-retest' reliability study, involving a group of adolescent girls (n 23) who were representative of the target population. The questionnaire comprised two sections which examined perceived body weight, weight concerns and slimming practices.
The heights and weights of a random sample (n 201) of these subjects were measured and used to calculate their actual relative weight (that is, actual body weight expressed as a percent of ideal body weight for height and age 9 ). Each subject was assigned to one of three categories of actual relative weight (ARW), that is, underweight (ARW 89%), normal weight (ARW 90±110%) or overweight (ARW ! 111%) de®ned by the National Center for Health Statistics 10 and these were subsequently compared using a w 2 test with the same three categories of perceived weight obtained from questionnaire responses.
Results
Almost a quarter (n 46) of the girls whose weight and height were measured (n 201) were found to be overweight. However, a signi®cant disparity existed between actual relative weight and perceived weight, with subjects tending to perceive themselves as being heavier than they actually were (see Table 1 ). From actual body weight measurements, it was found that a desire to be thinner' was not exclusive to the overweight girls. Almost two-thirds (n 78) of those subjects who wanted to be lighter' and 72% (n 98) of those who had tried to lose weight in the past' were within normal or below normal actual weight categories.
Overall a high level of dissatisfaction with body weight was found among the total group of teenage girls surveyed. Of 420 subjects, 59% (n 247) reported that they were not happy with their weight and wanted to be lighter, even though 27% (n 67) of these girls perceived themselves to be of normal weight or underweight. Over two thirds of the girls (n 286) had previously tried to lose weight and their reported slimming practices are summarized in Table 2 .
Comments
The signi®cant discrepancy found between actual and perceived body weight, coupled with evidence that the dieting motivation of teenage girls is largely determined by their weight perceptions, 1 may partly explain the high level of dissatisfaction with body weight and attempts at slimming reported by normal weight and underweight girls in this study. However, it is of concern that some girls (n 67) expressed a desire to be slimmer even though they perceived themselves to be of normal weight or underweight. It appears that many teenage girls are pursuing an ultra-thin ®gure and are willing to engage in potentially harmful slimming strategies, irrespective of the health implications to acquire this shape.
Published data regarding the use of unhealthy weight control behaviors amongst adolescent girls show varied results. For example, reported prevalence ®gures for self-induced vomiting in this population range between 4±16% and laxative use is reported by 1±7% of adolescent girls.
11±14 Our results are comparable with results obtained by other authors (see Table 2 ).
Conclusion
It is ironic that fear of fatness is almost an integral part of female adolescence at a time when increasing trends in the prevalence of overweight and obesity have been described in all age groups. 15, 16 Recently, Table 2 Reported slimming practices of the total group of Dublin schoolgirls aged 15 y (n 420) and of those subjects who had tried to lose weight in the past' (n 286) a Slimming practices % (n) of total group (n 420) % (n) of subjects who had tried to lose weight in the past (n 286) Using diet pills or formula diets 3 (11) 4 (11) a Some subjects gave multiple responses a Subjects (n 4) answered don't know' when asked how they perceived their weight and are excluded from the analysis. * Signi®cantly different from the actual weight categories, Chisquare 50.86422, P`0.001
The pursuit of thinness: a study of Dublin schoolgirls aged 15 y YM Ryan et al strategies aimed at preventing the development of obesity during childhood and adolescence have focused on identifying those most at risk of overweight. 17 However, the ®ndings of the present study highlight the need for caution in formulating weight control guidelines directed at adolescent females. Formally characterizing weight-sensitive teenage girls into at risk' groups without recognizing the high prevalence of fear of fatness in this population, may actually further increase the use of unhealthy slimming practices such as those described in Table 2 . The long-term health risks associated with these frantic attempts to control body weight may far outweigh those associated with female fatness. 18, 19 
